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In a dialogue of the Saṃyuttanikāya III, 2, 7, the Buddha puts his soteriol-
ogy very concisely. It reads as follows: 
Sāvatthiyam.
. . . ekamantaṃ nisinno kho rājā Pasenadi-Kosalo Bhagavatam 
etad avoca: atthi nu kho bhante eko dhammo yo ubho atthe sama-
dhiggayha tiṭṭhati diṭṭhadhammikaṃ c’ eva atthaṃ samparāyikaṃ 
cā ti . . .
katamo pana bhante eko dhammo . . .
appamādo kho mahārāja . . . seyyathā pi mahārāja yāni kānici 
jaṅgamānam pāṇānaṃ padajatāni sabbāni tāni hatthipade 
samodhānaṃ gacchanti . . . evam kho mahārāja eko dhammo 
atthe smadhiggayha tiṭṭhati diṭṭhadhammikaṃ c‘ eva atthaṃ 
samparāyikaṃ cā ti.
āyum ārogiyaṃ vaṇṇaṃ saggam uccākulīnataṃ
ratiyo patthayantenau ārā aparāparā
appamādaṃ pasaṃsanti puññakiriyāsu paṇḍitā.
apamatto ubho atthe adhigaṇhāti paṇḍito
diṭṭhe dhamme ca yo attho yo c’ attho samparāyiko
atthābhisamayā dhīto paṇḍito ti pavuccatī ti.1
At Savatthi. 
As he was sitting to one side, King Pasenadi Kosala said to the 
Blessed One:
“Is there, lord, any one quality that keeps both kinds of benefits 
secure―benefits in this life and benefits in lives to come?”
1  Feer 2006, I: 86-87.
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“There is one quality, great king, that keeps both kinds of benefits 
secure―benefits in this life and benefits in lives to come.”
“But what, lord, is that one quality . . . ?”
“Heedfulness, great king. Just as the footprints of all living beings 
with legs can be encompassed by the footprint of the elephant, 
and the elephant’s footprint is declared to be supreme among 
them in terms of its great size, in the same way, heedfulness is the 
one quality that keeps both kinds of benefits secure―benefits in 
this life and benefits in lives to come.”
[That is what the Blessed One said. Having said that, the Well-
Gone, the Teacher, said further:]
  “For one who desires
    long life, health,
    beauty, heaven, and noble birth,
    ―lavish delights, one after another―
  the wise praise heedfulness
   in performing deeds of merit.
  When heedful, wise,
  you achieve both kinds of benefits:
    benefits in this life,
    and benefits in lives to come. 
  By breaking through to your benefit,
  you’re called enlightened, wise.”2
The key word in this passage is appamāda, i.e., heedfulness or carefulness, 
an ethical concept in the Buddha’s teaching. This is one thing that can 
accomplish the ends of both this world and the next. It is no accident that 
these verses, with a minor difference, occur also in a sermon on economic 
success addressed to the rich householder (gahapati) Anāthapiṇḍika, the 
saṅgha’s greatest patron.3
For a deeper and more nuanced understanding of the word appamāda, 
we must start with a perusal of Chapter Two of the Dhammapada, entitled 
Appamādavagga. For this purpose, I rely on the text established by Hinüber 
and Norman4 and the English translation by Norman.5 At places, I propose 
my own readings of crucial terms.
2  Thanissaro Bhikkhu 1998. The last sentence in my reading: “By the grasp of the 
proficient, you are called a wise learned man.”
3  Hardy 2012, III: 48-49.
4  Hinüber and Norman 2003.
5  Norman 2000.
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21.  appamādo amatapadaṃ pamādo maccuno padaṃ,   
appamattā na mīyanti ye pamattā yathā matā. 
   Carefulness is the place of the death-free [in my reading: a 
footstep towards nibbāna]; carelessness is the place of death. 
The careful do not die; the careless are as though (already) 
dead.
According to the commentary, amata is equal to nibbāna. Norman has amat-
apadam as “the place of death,” which is not really the best translation. Con-
trary to Norman, I believe that appamāda contains a kind of inherent dynamic 
force. This assumption may have some reinforcement from verses 24 and 25, 
where the term figures together with utthāna, “effort” or “making exertion.” 
It is perhaps not without interest that a very similar concept appears in non-
Buddhist texts, for example the Besnagar Garuḍa Pillar inscription put up 
around 111 BCE by a certain Heliodorus, a Greek who had converted to 
Vaiṣṇavism. The text reads thus: trini amuta-padāni [ia*] [su]-anuṭhitāni / 
neyaṃti [svagaṃ] dama cāga apramāda,6 “three footsteps toward death-free 
well done lead to heaven: self-control, renunciation and carefulness.” A simi-
lar concept occurs in the Mahābhārata 5, 43, 14a: damatyāgo ’pramādaśca 
eteṣvamṛtamāhitam,7 “self-control, renunciation and carefulness―in these 
immortality is deposited.”
22.  etaṃ visesato ñatvā appamādamhi paṇḍitā  
appamāde pamodanti ariyānaṃ gocare ratā. 
   Learned men [in my reading: the wise], knowing this espe-
cially [in my reading: distinctively] in respect of carefulness, 
rejoice in carefulness, delighting in the realm of the noble ones.
Instead of “learned men” ( paṇḍita), I opt for “wise” because wisdom is of a 
higher order of appreciation of right understanding of things in Hindu and 
also in Buddhist traditions than simple learning. I prefer “distinctively” to 
Norman’s “especially” because here the point is just making the distinction 
between appamāda and pamāda.
23.  te jhāyino sātatikā niccaṃ daḷhaparakkamā  
phusanti dhīrā nibbānaṃ yogakkhemaṃ anuttaraṃ.
   Meditating, persevering, constantly making a firm effort, those 
wise ones attain nibbāna, supreme rest from exertion (lit. 
“peace from bondage,” i.e., nibbāna).
6  Sircar 1965: 88-89.
7  The Mahābhārata 1971-1975.
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Dhīra can be taken as “wise” as far as it qualifies a man whose firm deci-
sion determines his behavior, who never gives up on his ends, does not give 
in to temptation and is firmly persistent. These traits are shared by the wise 
man and the hero.8
24.  uṭṭhānavato satīmato   
sucikammassa nisammakārino  
saññatassa ca dhammajīvino   
appamattassa yaso’bhivaḍḍhati. 
   Of one who exerts himself, is mindful, does pure deeds, acts 
considerately, is restrained, lives according to the law, is care-
ful, the fame increases. 
25.  uṭṭhānen’appamādena saññamena damena ca  
dīpaṃ kayirātha medhāvī yaṃ ogho nābhikīrati. 
   By exertion, by carefulness, by restraint and self-control, a 
wise man (medhāvī) would make an island, which a flood 
does not overwhelm. 
An island is a place of refuge that cannot be inundated by floods, i.e., sen-
sual pleasures, false beliefs, becoming and ignorance. One who has not an 
island for shelter is utterly miserable as the sick man who appeared before 
the eyes of the Boddhisattva in Kapilavastu. Medhāvī is one who possesses 
medhā, an idea that comprises creative intelligence, the faculty of recollec-
tion and the faculty of concentration.9
26.  pamādam anuyuñjanti   
bālā dummedhino janā  
appamādañ ca medhāvī   
dhanaṃ seṭṭhaṃ va rakkhati. 
   Fools, stupid people, apply themselves to carelessness; but a 
wise man guards his carefulness as his best treasure. 
27.  mā pamādam anuyuñjetha mā kāmaratisanthavaṃ,   
appamatto hi jhāyanto pappoti vipulaṃ sukhaṃ. 
   You should not apply yourselves to carelessness, nor to acquain-
tance with delight in sensual pleasures. For being careful (and) 
meditating, one obtains great happiness. 
8  Stietencron 1991: 278.
9  Stietencron 1991: 277.
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28.  pamādaṃ appamādena yadā nudati paṇḍito  
paññāpāsādaṃ āruyha asoko sokiniṃ pajaṃ  
pabbataṭṭhova bhummaṭṭhe, dhīro bāle avekkhati. 
   When the learned man [in my reading: the wise man] thrusts 
away carelessness by carefulness, climbing on to the palace of 
knowledge,10 he gazes griefless on the grieving people. The 
wise man gazes down on fools as one standing on a mountain 
gazes down on those standing on the ground (below).
29.  appamatto pamattesu suttesu bahujāgaro  
abalassaṃva sīghasso hitvā yāti sumedhaso. 
   Careful among the careless, wide awake among those asleep, 
the wise man goes, leaving (them) behind as a swift horse 
leaves behind a weak horse.
30.  appamādena Maghavā devānaṃ seṭṭhataṃ gato  
appadānaṃ pasaṃsanti pamādo garahito sadā. 
   By carefulness Maghavā (Indra) went to supremacy among the 
gods. They praise carefulness. Carelessness is always blamed. 
Hence, we may infer that in early Buddhism Indra was highly esteemed by 
the followers of the Buddha. It is noteworthy that according to the Jātakas 
the Bodhisattva himself was Indra in some of his births.11
31.  appamādarato bhikkhu pamāde bhayadassivā  
saññojanaṃ anuṃthūlaṃ ḍahaṃ aggī va gacchati. 
   A bhikkhu who delights in carefulness, who sees danger in care-
lessness, goes about like a fire consuming his fetters, small or 
large. 
The ten fetters are meant here. Their most common list is as follows: self-
illusion (sakkāyadiṭṭhi), doubt (vicikicchā), the contagion of mere rule and 
ritual (sīlabbataparāmāso), excitement of sensual pleasure (kāmacchando), 
malevolence (vyāpādo), lust after form (rūparāgo), lust after formlessness 
(arūparāgo), conceit (māno), agitation (uddhaccaṃ) and ignorance (avijjā).12
32.  appamādarato bhikkhu pamāde bhayadassivā  
abhabbo parihāṇāya nibbāṇass’ eva santike. 
10 The word pāsāda can also mean tower; see Mylius 1997: 255.
11 Monier-Williams 1890: 207.
12 Narada Maha Thera 1971: 323, fn. 9.
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   A bhikkhu who delights in carefulness, who sees danger in 
carelessness, cannot fall away but is indeed near to nibbāna. 
There is a single verse (no. 57), which is not appropriate to the respective 
group of verses (varga), because it has no connection with flowers. How-
ever, it is well in line with the point we are going to make.
   tesaṃ sampannasīlānaṃ appamādavihārinaṃ  
sammadaññāvimuttānaṃ Māro maggaṃ na vindati. 
   Of those who are possessed of virtue, live without careless-
ness, and are freed by proper knowledge, Māra does not find 
the way. 
Since Māra is the Buddhist devil, the Principle of Destruction, the represen-
tative of worldly existence as opposed to nirvāṇa, it is essential for men to 
escape him. The verse describes the means of escape.13
Another single verse where appamāda occurs is no. 327.
   appamādaratā hotha, sacittam anurakkhatha,   
duggā uddharat’ attānaṃ paṃke sannova kuñjaro.
   Be rejoicing in carefulness; protect your own mind; save your-
selves from the difficult way like the kuñjara elephant [in my 
reading: elephant] sunk in mud.14
This verse seems to offer very practical advice on how to live. Narada Maha 
Thera takes the compound dugga as “evil way,”15 however this interpreta-
tion lacks any support from Pali or Sanskrit lexicography. The phrase “kuñ-
jara elephant” is a pleonasm because kuñjara simply means “elephant” and 
not a special kind of elephant.16
Following Hajime Nakamura’s fine analysis of the Indian ways of think-
ing, appamāda appears as a striking example of what he calls the preference 
for the negative.17 Being so, it cannot be isolated from its antonym, pamāda. 
By means of this opposition in the respective verses, the basic meaning as 
well as the positive content of appamāda becomes stronger. No less inter-
esting are the passages in which the term stands in context with other virtues 
13 Rhys Davids and Stede 1968: 530.
14 The ancient motif of the elephant sunk in mud has come down to us in the 8th fable of 
Book One in the Hitopadeśa of Nārāyaṇa. Cf. Kāle 1980.
15 Narada Maha Thera 1970: 245.
16 Rhys Davids and Stede 1968: 219. Cf. Monier-Williams 1960: 288. 
17 Nakamura 1968: 52.
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that further highlight its rich content. In verse 24 it is connected with effort, 
mindfulness, pure deeds, acting considerately, restraint and life according to 
the law, while in verse 25 with effort, restraint and self-control.
Other Buddhist texts reveal other aspects of the meaning of this complex 
term. Verse 184 in the Āḷavakasutta of the Sutta-nipāta reads thus:
   saddhāya taratī oghaṃ / appamādena aṇṇavaṃ  
viriyena dukkhaṃ acceti / paññāya parisujjhatīti.
   The Surge is crossed by faith; the Flood by zeal; Effort sheds 
Ills; and Insight cleanses hearts.18
The Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit equivalent of Pali appamāda is apramādya. 
A passage in the Divyāvadāna, a rich collection of Buddhist legends, reads 
thus:
   apramādyena sampādya rājyaiśvaryaṃpravartatām  
durlabhā trīni ratnāni nityaṃ pūjaya pārthiva.19
   Having caused to succeed with non-heedlessness, royal suprem-
acy should proceed. O king, worship always the three rare jew-
els. 
Here, apramādya figures as an essential virtue of a Buddhist king who is 
successful in exercising his royal authority.
Adhering to a recent trend in current studies of Theravāda Buddhism, I 
am inclined to approach Buddhist thought or its elements in a pan-Indian 
context. The Sanskrit apramāda, the Pali equivalent of appamāda, can first 
be attested in a certainly pre-Buddhist text. The Atharvaveda 12, 1, 7 reads 
thus:
   yāṃ rakṣanty asvapnā viśvadānīṃ devā bhūmiṃ pṛthivīm 
apramādam/  
sā no madhu priyaṃ duhām atho ukṣatu varcasā //20
   She, the earth, whom the gods sleeplessly defend all the time 
without failure [in my reading: carefully, rakṣanti 
apramādam]―let her yield to us honey, what is dear; then let 
her sprinkle us with splendor.”21
18 Chalmers 1997: 44-45.
19 Cowell and Neil 1886.
20 Roth and Whitney 1966.
21 Whitney 1971: 662.
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Some passages of the Mahābhārata22 also throw light on the semantic con-
tent of apramāda. Verse 5, 39, 54 reads thus:
   utthānaṃ saṃyamo dākṣyamapramādo dhṛtiḥ smṛtiḥ   
samīkṣya ca samārambho viddhi mūlaṃ bhavasya tat 
   Effort, self-control, skill, carefulness ( pramāda), steadiness, 
memory and commencement of acts after deliberation―know, 
that is the root of prosperity. 
Verse 12, 92, 42 reads thus:
   apramādena śikṣethāḥ kṣamāṃ buddhiṃ dhṛtiṃ matim   
bhūtānāṃ sattvajijñāsāṃ sādhvasādhu ca sarvadā 
   You should carefully (apramādena) learn forgiveness, under-
standing, steadiness, intention and good and bad acts of beings 
who have desire to know the quality of purity at all times. 
Verse 12, 208, 6 reads thus:
   ahiṃsā satyavacanaṃ sravabhūteṣu cārjavam  
kṣamā caivāpramādaśca yasyaite sa sukhī bhavet
   Who has no-hurting, the speaking of the truth and honesty 
toward all beings, patience and even carefulness, he may be 
joyful. 
To be sukhī is not simply to be joyful or happy in the everyday sense of the 
term. In Buddhist terms sukhī can be interpreted as somebody who pos-
sesses sukha “well-being,” the opposite of duḥkha, which must be elimi-
nated as an obligatory step toward enlightenment.23
The modern English equivalents of Pali appamāda, such as “heedfulness,” 
“carefulness” and “awareness” used by different translators, are synonyms 
in English and all derive from the literary meaning “non-carelessness.” 
Gombrich translates it as “diligence” or “attentiveness,” or in psychological 
terms as “awareness.” He rightly says that “in economic terms it is realized 
as thrift, a thoroughly bourgeois value,” and he notes that “the tone and con-
tent of the Buddha’s moral teaching were equally of a kind to appeal to busi-
nessmen.”24 The period in which the Buddha taught witnessed a rise of 
towns in which trade revived on a considerable scale, and trade was greatly 
22 The Mahābhārata 1971-1975.
23 Cf. Gombrich 1994: 62.
24 Gombrich 1994: 78.
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facilitated by the appearance of a monetary economy.25 New professions 
such as that of the financier, who made investments, and the usurer, who 
provided loans with interest, were practiced by urban-based people who 
were generally the supporters of the heterodox sects. The Buddha is said to 
have endorsed investment, presumably with interest, when he is reported to 
have said: 
   upakāro ca yo mitto, 
   yo ca mitto sikkhe dukkhe,
   atth‘-akkhāyī ca yo mitto
   yo ca mittānukampako,
   ete pi mitte cattāro
   iti viññāya paṇḍito
   sakkaccaṃ payirupāseya,
   mātā puttaṃ va orasaṃ.
   paṇḍito sīla-sampanno
   jalaṃ aggīva bhāsati.
   bhoge saṃharamānassa
   bhamarass’ eva iriyato,
   bhigā sannicayaṃ yanti,
   vammiko v’ upacīyati.
   evaṃ bhoge samāhantvā,
   alam-attho kule gihi.
   catudhā vibhaje bhoge,
   sa ve mittāni ganthati,
   ekenabhoge bhuñjeyya, 
   dv ihi kammaṃ payojaye,
   catutthañ ca nidhāpeyya,
   āpadāsu bvavissatī ti.26
   The Friend who is a helpmate, and the friend
   Of bright days and of dark, and he who shows
   What you need, and he who throbs for you
   With sympathy―these four the wise should know
   As friends, and should devote himself to them
   As mother to her own, her bosom’s child.
   Whosoever is virtuous and intelligent
   Shines like a fire that blazes on the hill.
25 Sharma 1983: 126.
26 Carpenter 2006, III: 188.
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   To him amassing wealth like a roving bee
   Its honey gathering [and hurting naught],
   Riches mount up as ant-heaps growing high.
   When the good layman’s wealth has so amassed,
   Able is he to benefit his clan.
   In portions four let him divide that wealth,
   So binds he to himself life’s friendly things.
   One portion let him spend and taste the fruit.
   His business to conduct let him take two.
   And portion four let him reserve and hoard;
   So there’ll be wherewithal in times of need.27
Conclusion
The general meaning of the Pali appamāda is “carefulness.” Due to the 
growth of economy and the emergence of towns in northern India, both of 
which were closely connected with the birth of Buddhism, the term has 
gained a broader semantic field. In Indian Theravāda Buddhism especially, 
it denotes a particular moral excellence, a virtue intended for the socially 
most mobile people of the Buddha’s times. After all this, the meaning of 
appamāda still has a strong appeal to progressive people around the world. 
As we have seen, it was propounded to two very illustrious persons of the 
Buddha’s time, King Pasenadi and the great patron Anāthapiṇḍika. 
It is also striking that before the Buddha passed into parinibbāna, accord-
ing to the Parinibbānasutta as his last advice, he said these words to the 
order of monks:
   hand ‘dāni bhikkhave āmantayām vo 
   vayadhammā saṅkhārāṅ appamādena sampādetha
   Indeed monks, I declare to you: decay is inherent in all com-
pounded things: strive on with vigilance.28
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